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When the word turns into a body
And the body opens its mouth
And speaks the word from which
It was created—
I will embrace that body
And lay it to rest by my side.

 

—“Hebrew Lesson #5” Chezi Laskly,
The Mice and Leah Goldberg
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Yair

April 3

Miriam,

You don’t know me.
When I write to you I don’t know myself very well, either.
I tried not to write, I did, I’ve tried for two days, but now I’ve broken down.

I saw you at the class reunion a few days ago, but you didn’t see me—I was standing over to the side.
Maybe I was standing in your blind spot.
Someone said your name, a few boys called you teacher, and you were standing with a tall man who must have been your husband.
That’s it, that’s all I know about you—and even that’s a little too much for me.
Don’t worry, I don’t want to meet you in person or interfere with your day-to-day life in any way, but I would like you to agree to receive my letters.
That is—to let me tell you about myself in writing every now and again.
Not that my life is so interesting (it’s not, and I’m not complaining), but I want to give you things I can’t give to anybody else.
Things I didn’t think could be given, or that I ever would want to give to anyone.
You know you’re under no obligation, you don’t have to respond (and I’m almost sure you won’t), but in case you feel like giving me a little sign that you are reading, I rented a post-office box just for you.
The number is on the envelope.

There’s no point to this if I have to explain it, so you don’t have to bother responding, because then I was wrong about you, clearly.
But if
you are the woman I saw hugging herself, with a slightly crooked smile, I think you’ll understand.

Yair W.

 

 

April 7

Dear Miriam,

Ever since I got your letter, I haven’t done a single thing—I can’t—can’t work, can’t live my life, I’ve just been running circles around you, howling out your name.
If you were here right now, I would hold on to you with all my strength; everything I’m feeling would tear us both to pieces (don’t worry, I’m not terribly strong).
And what’s more, I promise to answer every question you asked; you deserve only the most honest answers just for writing me at all—and for writing what you did!
You agreed!
You weren’t scared off by my restrained suicide note (which left two deep rings of tooth marks on the inside of my cheek).
First, though, before anything else, I must tell you how we really met, you and I, and I don’t mean the class reunion last week (you answered me!
In one day!
You didn’t laugh at the lunatic who suddenly erupted at your feet).
The reunion belongs to real life.
What has reality got to do with us?
What room, do you think, will it make for us?

Where to start—if only I could start from all sides at once without feeling as though every word has too many letters, takes up too much time.
I feel as if someone is perched on the point of my pen, turning Hebrew into French—I never imagined how hard it could be to explain, to force that feeling apart into words.
You wrote that I reminded you a bit of the boy with the thousand-league boots; well, I wish I could just leap over the stage of logical explanations, so you could know everything right away, so you could take me, all of me, I could exist in you—open my eyes and see you smiling at me, saying, “It’s all right, don’t worry, begin.”
(I’ll stop here.
I have a feeling that every additional word will hurt my case with you.
It’s your turn.)

Yair

 

 

April 7

(Just a few more words.) I sent that letter, came back, and still couldn’t calm down—why should I?—oh, Miriam, please pay no attention
to this fool who’s been smiling uncontrollably since this morning.
He’s so happy.
He wants right at this minute to take off his clothes, strip off his epidermis, everything, and stand before you bare, right down to the white kernel of his soul.
I wish I could paint for you, bray for you, neigh, bark, even whistle for you everything roaring inside me (which reminds me—when I was about twenty, I looked for ways to be a secular version of one of the Righteous Thirty-six.
This led to a plan to, at least once a week, sit down on the bus behind a solitary woman, preferably a woman in black widow’s weeds—but you can’t be picky—and, without letting her see me, quietly whistle a love song in her ear that could trip through the outer shell, into her inner ear, and touch everything that was asleep, despaired of, congealed) …

I’m not at all scared that we’re strangers, by the way.
On the contrary, tell me, what is more attractive and provocative than the possibility of taking something very precious—the most precious thing—a secret or weakness, or a thoroughly implausible request like the one I made of you, and deliberately placing it in the hands of a total stranger?
And then to be tormented by so much shame and disgrace for allowing the beggar in me such a transparent delusion, so that for three days and three nights I spent every moment in self-imposed solitary confinement, a trap … then, just as I was about to give up, stupid, spiteful, gloomy, and gray, all of a sudden your white hand—

Look, maybe you can’t see what excites me so terribly, but your warm, radiant letter, especially the P.S.
at the end, that one line—it was as if you came and led me by the hand from shadow into light.
That’s how I felt, that you had given me your hand and led me across a watershed of light, it was so simple, as if it was completely natural for a person to do that for a stranger.

(And now, a cold wave.
Of all the times, now, just at this moment, and why?
Because it was good?
A cold wave rising from my stomach, a cold fist rolled up into a ball just under my heart—get acquainted with it.)

Again, please understand I’m really talking about letters only, not a meeting, never a body.
No flesh, not with you, your letter made that so clear to me: only words.
It would ruin us, being face-to-face, it would immediately take us down into familiar territory.
Also, of course, we will keep this strictly secret, we won’t let anybody in on it, so that no one from the outside can use our secret words against us.
Only my words meeting yours, so we can feel the rhythm of our breath slowly becoming one.

It makes me so tired to write this way, not a usual fatigue, but after every few lines I really have to stop to take a breath, calm down.

 

 

Evening.
I took a break.
Recovered a little.
It has been exactly ten hours since I found your white envelope in my box, with my name on one side and yours on the other (maybe I didn’t need any more than that at first).
And inside, on half a sheet (were you in a hurry?), your answer.
I couldn’t truly grasp what I was reading in that first moment.
It was as if a dazzling glow radiated out of every word, even the most nebulous ones.
The way that, if you plumb the depths of the word “I,” there’s a moment of understanding; and then a kind of dark gloom started to spread out from the center and draw me inside.
Then, when I got to the P.S.: your thanks for my unexpected gift (you’re thanking me!), and your heart, suddenly filled with yearning for itself as a child—well, there’s nothing else to say at that moment, is there?
The most significant thing has already been said.

Listen, though—I once read that Our Sages of Blessed Memory had the idea that we have one tiny bone in the body, above the end of the spine—they call it the “Luz.”
You can’t kill it, it doesn’t crumble after death and can’t be destroyed by fire.
It is from this that we will be recreated at the Resurrection.
I used to play a little game with myself—I would try to guess the Luz of the people I knew, divine the final thing that would be left of them, that indestructible thing from which they’ll be reborn.
And, of course, I searched for my own Luz as well, but nothing within me met all the necessary conditions.
So I stopped asking and looking, I gave my Luz up for lost, until I saw you in the playground.
All of a sudden that forgotten thought arose from the dead, and along with it the sweet and crazy notion came to me that maybe my Luz isn’t in me after all, but in someone else.

 

 

April 7

Me again.
It’s just before midnight, and this is the third letter today.
Don’t worry, you have no idea how many letters I
haven’t
sent you today, because this is the first day we’ve shared, this day that your letter came to me and I answered.
I can believe—until your next letter arrives, at least—that you are reading me exactly as I’m writing to you, half asleep,
half daydreaming (I actually danced as I walked through work today), so I can murmur “Water, water” to you in my thin voice.
My voice gets reedy when I think about you, Miriam, water, trickle water on me.
I don’t know why.
Maybe because without the rough r, your name is
mayim,
water.
And maybe because there can be no fertilization without liquid, I feel in my bones that we two need to be surrounded by lots of water, by waterfalls and rivers, simply so we can begin to exist.

Did I exaggerate?
Did I get carried away?
I felt you flinch (really: your body made a face), or maybe I used some especially bruising word?
You must guide me, explain to me where you hurt and where I have to be gentle.
Or did I just flood over today and tire you out?

Because writing to you does exhaust me, as I told you.
I have never felt so dizzy from writing.
Five lines, ten, and I really start to feel dizzy.
It’s nice, too, though, it reminds me of how I felt as a child, the first time I went out into the world after a long illness.
Listen, maybe we should decide from the first that this correspondence won’t go on for too long?
Shall we say a year?
Or until it becomes unbearably pleasant?
Because if my body is telling me the truth right now, and as we know, the body doesn’t lie—

Oh, doesn’t it, though?
How many times have I lied with my body?
How many times have I kissed and stroked, closed my eyes with a sigh and come like an explosion, and not meant anything special by it?

How many times have you?

Miriam, if what I feel for you is true, even a year might be too long for the two of us.
We won’t last longer, and we’ll sow destruction in our wake, and it seems to me that we both have something in the world, outside ourselves, to lose.
So I thought, All right, it’s stupid, but maybe we’ll decide on this from the beginning.
We’ll set some date, or wait until something specific occurs in the world, an outside event that has nothing to do with us but can be our private sign on the general calendar.
What do you say, does that calm you down (it does give us some sort of framework)?
That way, we can also know from the beginning that our separation is out of our hands and that we have to make everything happen before then.
To be all or nothing, what do you think?

You’re gone again, you’ve cooled off and pulled back all of a sudden.
I know I’ve been writing total nonsense, that I’ve ended our story before it could even begin, but wait!
Don’t make up your mind about me!
Listen: it would be so easy for me to rip up this page and write everything
over again without those miserable lines—to prevent the moment when I lose you to my own fear.

 

 

You see, I let it stand.
Exactly as it is.
I didn’t erase a thing.
Because the moment you answered me, I decided that everything that happens in me because of you will be yours.
Inscribed in my body, and in yours.
Every thought and desire, lust and dread, every baby, fetus, or abortion created in me will be yours.
This is the core of my pact with you, and only with you: I hereby relinquish all my wooing masks, along with my self-censorship, all of my defenses—

(What a relief, just to write those words.)

Except that I just read what I wrote.

I wish I could write to you in some other way; rather, I wish I were a man who wrote some other way.
So many thick words, when, in fact, it could also be so simple, couldn’t it?
Just “My dear, tell me where it hurts.”
So I will shut my eyes tight and write quickly: I wish that two total strangers could overcome strangeness itself, the mighty, ingrained principle of foreignness, the whole overstuffed Politburo sitting so deep in our souls.
We could be like two people who inject themselves with truth serum and at long last have to tell it, the truth.
I want to be able to say to myself, “I bled truth with her,” yes, that’s what I want.
Be a knife for me, and I, I swear, will be a knife for you: sharp but compassionate, your word, not mine.
I didn’t even remember that such a delicate, soft tone was allowed in the world, of a word with no skin (if you say it aloud a few times, you can feel salty hard earth as water starts pushing through its veins).
You’re tired, I will force myself to say good night.
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